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‘How does the surgical profession ensure it continues to attract the best
candidates?’Dear Editor,
I read with interest the letter from Oliver GJ et al. entitled ‘How
do we continue to attract the best candidates to the surgical
profession?’1
This was a question that was posed as part of the ‘Professor Har-
old Ellis prize for medical students, 2011’, in which I was awarded
ﬁrst place.
As Professor Ellis stated in his book “The Cambridge illustrated
history of surgery”, the word surgery derives from the Greek
cheiros, a hand and ergon, work.2 It is with skilled hand work
and a vast array of knowledge acquired through years of training,
that surgeons have the ability to transform people’s lives drasti-
cally. The surgical speciality is one which encompasses both art
and science. It demands and deserves the best candidates to ﬁll
the role of a surgeon.
In order to gauge what the next generation of potential future
surgeons felt was important when deciding to pursue a career in
surgery, I conducted an online questionnaire-survey of sixty
medical students who had expressed an interest in becoming
a surgeon. From the results, I shall outline four key areas which
should be addressed to ensure the surgical profession continues
to attract the best candidates.
1. Selection
The selection process for surgeons starts in medical school. In
order to have the best candidates from which future surgeons
will be selected exam results and a structured interview which
can help predict later job performance should be used.3 To select
the best candidates at a post-graduate level, spatial ability has
been shown to correlate with surgical skill and so should be
tested.4,5
2. Role models
In order to be appealing, the surgical speciality requires role
models. The personal qualities of such individuals should include
enthusiasm, compassion and excellent teaching and communica-
tion skills. Responsibility and status can also be attractive.6–8 Role
models have been shown to have a strong inﬂuence on career
choice. In a survey of 352 American surgeons, role models were
cited as the most common reason for choosing a surgical speciality
as a career.9 In the survey I conducted, 70% of respondents stated
that a positive role model would lead them to consider a career
in surgery.1743-9191/$ – see front matter  2012 Surgical Associates Ltd. Published by Elsevier Lt
doi:10.1016/j.ijsu.2012.04.018The survey revealed that opportunities for students and junior
doctors to become aware of these role models could be through
events run by surgical societies and national conferences. 80% of
female respondents to the survey cited a lack of a female rolemodel
as a reason why they may be detracted from a surgical career.
Therefore it is important to make female medical students aware
of organisations such as WINS at an early stage in their medical
career.
3. Mentoring
In order to attract the best applicants, candidates need to feel
that they are entering a speciality where people care about them
and are able to offer support and advice.
I would propose a national mentoring scheme, endorsed by one,
or all of the Royal Colleges, whereby students and junior doctors
can ﬁnd a mentor in their local area who is willing to offer advice
and guidance to the mentee. The Royal College of Surgeons of
England has already highlighted the importance of mentoring in
its publication ‘Good Surgical Practice’.
4. Lifestyle
62% of respondents to the questionnaire survey issued, sug-
gested that in order to enter a surgical career they had to have life-
style beneﬁts and good career opportunities. These ﬁndings
represent the opportunity for surgical educators to reinforce the
positive aspect of life as a surgeon and the job security which is
inherent within a surgical career.10
5. Conclusions
All the factors I have outlined are important to consider when
trying to attract the best candidates for surgery. I would like to reit-
erate the point made by Oliver et al. that in order to continue
to attract the best candidates, “strategies to make the surgical
training pathway more appealing to future surgeons must be
implemented”.1
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